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COLONEL BALL AT TRENTON. 

[The following criticism of the military capacity of Colonel Rail, who 
commanded the Hessians at Trenton when that post was surprised by 
Washington on the morning of December 26, 1776, is taken from the 
diary of Captain Andreas Wiederhold, of the Knyphausen regiment, 
who participated in the engagement. The original of the diary is in 
the library at Cassel, Germany.— Ed. Penna. Mag.] 

" On December 14, 1776, we marched to famous Trenton, 
whicli I shall remember as long as I live, and to which 
place our all too tnerrj Brigadier is said to have brought us 
by his solicitation. How well he would have done not to 
have solicited for it! He might perhaps have kept and 
preserved the undeserved praise which was ignorantly be- 
stowed upon him. But here it all fell into the mud ! 

" Our poor worn out soldiers denuded of small clothes 
and uniforms could in this place recover their strength less 
than in the field. Service was extraordinary ; guards, com- 
mands, pickets without end, although they served to no 
good purpose whatever, but merely formed a noisy occu- 
pation all day long about Brigade quarters. If only watches 
and commands were relieved, the soldiers might have 
trowsers to wear, shoes, shirts and the like or they might 
lack them ; if the rifle was clean, polished, in good repair, 
the ammunition well prepared or not — was all the same to 
him and I have never heard him ask for it. Only the 
hautboists ! That was his affair ! And since the guard- 
house was only six or eight houses distant from his quarters 
and thus the trumpeters could not play long enough to 
satisfy him — he had the officer and picket march first around 
a church which was enclosed by a fence rail and just faced 
his lodgings — this looked just like a Roman Catholic pro- 
cession, and to be complete it only lacked the cross, — ban- 
ners and a number of little girls and boys marching in front 
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and singing. He would always follow the parade as far as 
the guard-house, only to hear the music during the relief. 

" Any other commander would during that time have con- 
versed with the staff-officers and others, of the service and 
of the welfare and safety of the garrison and like subjects. 
At about 2 o'clock the commands were relieved and at 4 
o'clock the pickets. All the commissioned and non-com- 
missioned officers had to be there and near his quarters, so 
that it might look grand and very much like a real head- 
quarters. The guns which ought to have been stationed on 
avenues or on places where they might have been put to 
instant use, were all drawn up in front of his quarters and 
every morning two of them had to be dragged to the upper 
town ; only to cause a constant noise and turmoil. He en- 
joyed himself until the small hours of the night, went 
quietly to bed, slept until nine and when we would go to 
his quarters between 10 and 11 o'clock for the parade, he 
would sometimes still be in his bath, to which he had gotten 
accustomed and on that account the guard had to march up 
sometimes for half an hour later and stand waiting for him. 
Not the least precautionary measure was taken ; no rendez- 
vous or alarm was prescribed in the case of a surprise. 
Still less was the possibility taken into consideration, that 
an attack might be made. 

" Major von Dechow very wisely suggested to throw up 
some earth-works and to put the cannons into them, so that 
all might be in readiness for as good a defense as possible 
in the case of an emergency. ' Let them come,' was the 
Colonel's answer. ' What, earth-works ! With the bay- 
onet we will go for them.' Major von Dechow persevered 
and said : ' Colonel, it will not cost us anything to make 
them, if they are not needed they cannot do us any harm,' 
and he suggested me to him to undertake this work. I ac- 
cepted very gladly and told the Colonel how and where I 
would construct them. But the Colonel only repeated his 
former words, laughed at us for our pains and went his 
way. — He believed the very name Rail more effectual and 
stronger than all the fortifications of Vauban and Coehorn 
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together, and no rebel would have the courage to attack 
him. Indeed a man wonderfully well fitted for the com- 
mand of a corps and a brave one to defend a town ! One 
who lies so near to the enemy who has one hundred advan- 
tages over him ! — He did everything without any thought 
or deliberation. As a proof may serve this incident : Once 
the Colonel sent a letter, which had perhaps nothing of im- 
portance in it, to Gen. Leslie in Princeton by two dragoons 
who were shot at in the woods by a stray party of the 
enemy or perhaps only by some farmers, and one of them 
was killed while the other returned to report the occurrence. 
(This happened about three miles from Trenton on the road 
to Maidenhead.) The Colonel on hearing of this at once 
ordered out a Captain, three officers and 100 men with a 
gun and the necessary artillerymen (I was with the latter) 
only to carry this letter to Princeton. It was exceedingly 
bad weather, too. "We delivered our letter, slept that night 
on the bare ground, and returned the next morning without 
having seen or heard anything. The English laughed at 
us, and truly it was laughable ; a simple non-commissioned 
officer with 15 men would have been sufficient to do this 
errand, as the entire distance between the two garrisons 
was only 16 miles. 

"When we were on the night march from Kingston to 
Maidenhead, Major von Dechow reported to the Colonel 
that many men were straggling behind, begging him to 
order that a halt be made, thus to give them time to join us 
again. Then the Colonel answered, they would come up 
soon enough, that he wanted to go ahead even if he could 
only get half of the men along with him. Thus it hap- 
pened that still during all the following day men of his 
regiment arrived. Wherever the enemy created a false 
alarm there he would surely post plenty of forces ; but those 
points where a real attack might be expected and where in- 
deed it took place in the end, were left entirely out of con- 
sideration. A non-commissioned officer with 20 men was 
posted on the road where the attack was made. This post 
was reconnoitred the evening before by a hostile party 
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under command of a Captain who had strict orders from 
Uen. Washington not to engage in any fighting in case they 
should be discovered, but instead to retreat in the greatest 
possible silence. This Captain, however, may have imagined 
he was showing great courage by attacking, which he did, 
wounding 4 or 5 men of this non-commissioned officer's 
post. Thus the entire garrison became aroused and ordered 
under arms and a division of Ball's regiment was sent out 
to see what was going on. But that was all he did, outside 
of sending me with 9 more men and one non-commissioned 
officer as a reinforcement of this post. That division had 
already returned before I reached the post, consequently it 
had not been very far out. A vigilant commanding officer 
would have sent out reconnoitering parties to search all the 
roads as far as the river as well as the ferries, in order to 
find them either all quiet and peaceful or to discover the 
enemy and not to come home before that would have been 
accomplished. This would have revealed the entire affair 
and would have given au entirely different turn to it. As 
soon as I came to my post, I detailed seven pickets as well 
as I could manage it during the night; I had patrols after 
patrols walk about, thus to protect myself from any surprises. 
" The night passed quietly and when it may have been an 
hour after daybreak and my day's patrol had already re- 
turned and reported that all was quiet, and the Jagers, who 
stood below me had already withdrawn their night-posts, 
I was suddenly attacked from the side of the woods on the 
road to John's Ferry and if I had not just stepped out of 
my little guard-house and seen the enemy, they might have 
been upon me before I had time to reach for my rifle, as my 
sentinels did not keep a very sharp lookout any more as it 
was broad daylight, and the advance-guard did not expect 
the enemy from that direction but rather in the line of 
Capt. Brubach's picket, which had not returned yet. I was 
thus quickly under arms and awaited the approach of the 
enemy with fortitude, thinking that it was merely a skir- 
mishing party. They charged with three rounds of rifle 
fire me and my 17 men, who stood still under their arms. 
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After the third discharge I gave the order to fire and fought 
with them until I was almost surrounded by several bat- 
talions. I accordingly retreated under constant firing until 
I reached the Altenbockum company, which had rallied 
during my engagement and had taken up a position straight 
across the street in front of the Captain's quarters. I posted 
myself at their right wing and together we charged the 
enemy, but we were again forced to retreat in the same 
manner as before, so as not to be cut oft" from the garrison. 
Nobody came to see what was going on, no one came to 
our assistance with reinforcements, and yet Rail's regiment 
had that night its turn to be on the watch. I took up my 
position in front of one of the first houses of the town and 
fired at the enemy who was just forming in battle order on 
the upper side of the town. Only at this juncture the 
Brigadier made his appearance and he seemed to be quite 
dazed. I considered it my duty to report what had hap- 
pened outside of the town, as he was ignorant of every- 
thing ; so I told him all I knew and what I had seen ; I said 
that the enemy were strong in numbers, that they were not 
alone above the town, but also on both sides of it, so that 
he might take the matter seriously and not consider it 
a bagatelle. He asked how strong the enemy were. I 
answered that I could not possibly tell that with accuracy 
as I had had to look after my men, however I had seen 
about 4 or 5 battalions advancing from the woods and from 
three of these I had vdthstood the firing before I had 
abandoned my post. He now shouted to his regiment : 
'Forward, March, Advance ! Advance !' and he tottered back 
and forth without knowing what he was doing. Thus we 
lost the few favourable moments we might still have had in 
our hands to break through the enemy in one place or 
another with honour and without losses ; but as it was we 
were surrounded before we had time to get outside of 
Trenton. 

" The Colonel moved with his regiment to the right of 
the town under the apple-trees, intending only to charge 
the enemy on the Princeton road. But when he was re- 
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minded, I do not know by whom, of the loss of the baggage 
left behind in the town, he changed his mind and with his 
own regiment and that of Lossberg he attacked the city 
which he had just left. What madness this was ! An open 
town which was useless to us and which he had only ten or 
fifteen minutes ago left of his own free will and which was 
now filled with three or four thousand of the enemy and then 
to attempt to take it back again with from six to seven 
hundred men, bayonet in hand from behind the houses, the 
fences and walls. A man of a little common sense and of 
very small experience in the business can here see his weak- 
ness. For the following mistakes he cannot be forgiven : 

" That he was ignorant of the enemy's approach, who had 
had to cross in great force so large a river, covered with 
large cakes of ice, which crossing had been accomplished 
with great hardships and had lasted 16 hours, as he surely 
had been warned by several persons and must have had wind 
of it, so to speak. 

" That after the attack on the picket during the previous 
night, which ought to have been warning enough, he did 
not instantly send strong pickets to reconnoitre the ferries 
and the woods, to discover the enemy, and that during that 
time he had not given orders to have all the baggage packed 
and ready to start on the road thus to relieve himself of all 
unnecessary baggage and delay. 



